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Abstract
Sociologists generally believe that social capital and community participation 
have declined in tandem in the West. This paper argues that the relation 
between the two is not the same in East Asia. Using representative data 
from China, Japan and South Korea, this paper finds that: in China, 
neighborhood relations are close, but community participation is weak; 
Japanese and South Korean are estranged with their neighbors, yet their 
community participation is very active. Consequently, sociologists’ 
understanding about the relationship between social capital and community 
participation deserves further investigation.
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East Asia
I. Introduction
Community and social capital are two important and interrelated issues of 
sociology. Since Ferdinand Tönnies distinguished between two types of social 
groupings,1) community and society, “community” is widely regarded as 
groupings of people based on identity and proximity. Thus, community itself 
means a close relationship among its people.
Community and social relations are also two most concerned topics of the 
theory of social capital. Coleman proposed the concept of social capital, 
arguing that social relations, trust, information network and shared norms 
can help people achieve specific goals.2) In Putnam’s view, social capital can 
link the inhabitants and prompt them to be deeply involved in various 
matters in the community. Putnam believes that community social capital, 
including mutually beneficial cooperation guidelines for network and local 
voluntary associations, was a deep foundation for the development of civil 
1) Tönnies, F., & Loomis, C. P. (2002). Community and Society: Gemeinschaft und Gesellschaft. 
Dover Publications.
2) Coleman, J. S. (1988). Social capital in the creation of human capital. American journal of 
sociology, 94, S95-S120.
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society and the active participation of residents in American history.
However, he found that although the United States is considered to have a 
strong citizen participation in tradition, since the 1960s civic engagement in 
the United States has been declining. Instead of participating in community 
life, such as bowling clubs, churches, trade unions or other voluntary 
organizations, the Americans prefer to individual activities, such as watching 
TV at home, more and more. Putnam attributed the decline in civic 
participation to the decline of social trust and the disintegration of social ties.3) 
This seems to be consistent with the theory of modernization and 
individualism, that is, as society develops, people are becoming more and 
more individual, social relations and interaction are less and less important.4)
However, is this true in East Asia? Previous studies have mostly concerned 
in the western societies. Is there a decline of community participation in 
tandem with social capital in East Asia? This study attempts to answer this 
question by using survey data to analyze the social capital and community 
participation in East Asia.
The data we use are from East Asia Social Survey (EASS)5). The survey 
was made up of a series of General Social Survey completed by academic 
institutions in mainland China, Japan, Korea and Taiwan. In this study, the 
survey data for 2012 is used. The sample sizes are 5819 (China), 2333 (Japan) 
and 1396 (Korea). The results of the analysis has been weighted according to 
the weight indexes.
II. Neighborhood relations
The survey contains three indexes of neighborhood relations: neighborhood 
interaction, neighborhood evaluation, and trust in neighbors.
1. Neighborhood interaction 
Firstly, it asked respondents about the number of neighbors that they will 
greet if they encounter.
We can find that Chinese are closer with their neighbors, while Japanese 
and South Korean are more estranged (See Table 1). In China, 51.5% of the 
respondents say that they would greet 10 or more neighbors when they 
encounter. Yet in Japan and South Korean, about 30% say that they would 
3) Putnam, R. D. (2001). Bowling alone: The collapse and revival of American community. Simon 
and Schuster.
4) Beck, U. (2002). Individualization: Institutionalized individualism and its social and political 
consequences (Vol. 13). Sage.
5) More details can be found on its website. http://www.icpsr.umich.edu/icpsrweb/ICPSR/
series/00486.
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greet no more than 2 neighbors, especially 6.3% of Japanese and 10.4% of 
South Korean say that they would greet no one. 
Secondly, the survey asked the respondents “with how many neighbors 
could you ask for a favor when needed, such as watering plants, feeding pets, 
and giving an advice?” 
Similarly, Chinese have more friends in their neighborhood. In China, 23.2% 
of the respondents say that they can find 10 or more neighbors to help them. 
Yet in Japan and South Korean, the situation is much worse. 61.3% of 
Japanese and 21.4% of South Korean have no friend in their neighborhood 
(See Table 2). 
2. Neighborhood evaluation
Respondents’ evaluation of their neighborhood proves that the Chinese have 
a much more helpful neighborhood. Firstly, the survey asked whether the 
respondents agree or disagree that “the neighbors are mutually concerned 
for each other”.
Table 1 Number of Neighbors: Greeting Terms
Table 2 Number of Neighbors: Asking for a Favor
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Chinese respondents generally agree that the neighborhood is of mutual 
interest; 27.5% said they strongly agree, and 49% agree (See Table 3). Japan 
and South Korea are a bit worse than China, the most choices are “somewhat 
agree” and “neither agree nor disagree”. Only 3.8% of Japanese and 9.1% of 
South Korean strongly believe that their neighborhood are mutually 
concerned. 
Besides, the survey also asked the respondents whether they agree or 
disagree that “the neighbors are willing to provide assistance when I am in 
need”.
The results show that Chinese have a much higher evaluation of their 
Table 3  Neighborhood Environment: Mutually Concerned for 
Each Other
Table 4 Neighborhood Environment: Willing to Provide Assistance
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neighborhood. 23.6% of Chinese strongly agree on the description, while 46.5% 
say that they agree. Yet in Japanese and South Korean, the respondents 
show less confidence. Only 2.9% of Japanese and 10.7% of South Korean say 
that they strongly agree. Most of them choose “somewhat agree” or “neither 
agree or disagree”(see Table 4).
3. Trust in Neighbors
Trust is an important index of social capital. In the survey, respondents were 
asked “how much do you trust your neighbors”.
We can find that Chinese trust their neighbors the most. 19.3% of Chinese 
say that they trust their neighbors a great deal. Japanese and South Korean, 
however, are more doubtful. 30.3% of Japanese and 28.4% of South Korean 
say they don’t trust their neighbors very much (See Table 5). 
From above, we can conclude that China has the closest neighborhood 
relations among the three countries. China has much better neighborhood 
interactions, evaluations, and trust. Taking these as indexes of social capital, 
China has much more social capital in neighborhood than Japan and South 
Korean. Thus, according to Putnam, such close neighborhood and abundant 
social capital should prompt China to have much more community 
participation. Yet, is this deduction true?
III. Community participation
The survey also conducted a thorough investigation of community 
participation. Thus it can help us analyze and compare community 
participation in the three countries. Relevant indicators include participation 
in social organizations, participation in community activities, and so on.
Table 5 Trust in Neighbors
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1. Participation in social organizations
Participation in social organizations is an important way for community 
participation. The survey asked the respondents the question that “are you a 
member of the following organizations or groups?”
The concerned organization is “residential/neighborhood association” in our 
study. We can find that Japanese and South Korean have a much higher 
participation rates than Chinese. 57.2% of Japanese and 22.2% of South 
Korean take a part in the Residential/Neighborhood Association. Yet only 
4.5% of Chinese do. In terms of other social organizations, Chinese also have 
much lower participation rates than Japanese and South Korean (See Table 6).
Besides, the survey also asked the respondents among the organizations/
groups we mentioned above, “in which of them did you participate most 
actively in the last 12 months?”
The results show that Residential/neighborhood association is one of the 
most popular organizations in Japan and South Korea. 16.4% of Japanese and 
7.1% of South Korean say that they participated in Residential/neighborhood 
association most actively in the last 12 months. Yet in China, 77.4% of the 
respondents say that they participate in none of these organizations (See 
Table 7).
Table 6 Participation in Social Association or groups
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2. Volunteer Activity
Volunteer Activity is another important form of community participation. 
The survey asked the respondents the following questions.  “Have you 
participated in the following activities of public interest during the last 12 
months? Have you participated in the following activities of public interest 
during the last 12 months?” The activities listed include: volunteer activities 
to improve the community (improve environment, increase safety, revitalize 
the town, etc.), volunteer activities associated with sports, culture, arts, and/
or scholarliness (sport coaching, promoting traditional culture, providing 
technical knowledge, etc), volunteer activities associated with socially 
vulnerable groups (disabled, children, elderly, etc), and activities associated 
with political issues (signed a petition, took part in a demonstration or protest, 
etc).
All of those activities can be seen as community activities. We can find that 
Japanese and South Korean take part in community activities more actively 
than Chinese. They have higher rates in three of the four activities, including 
volunteer activities to improve the community, volunteer activities associated 
with sports, culture, arts, and/or scholarliness, and activities associated with 
political issues. Among the three countries, Japanese participate the most 
actively (See Table 8).
In all, we can conclude that China’s community participation is the least 
active, while Japan’s is the most active. This result is contrary to the previous 
results that China has the closest neighborhood relations.
Table 7 Organizations Participated Most Actively in the Last 12 Months
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IV. Conclusion and Discussion
To sum up, we find that neighborhood relations and community participation 
in East Asia are not declining in tandem as in the West. In China, 
neighborhood relations are close, but community participation is weak; 
Japanese and South Korean are estranged with their neighbors, yet their 
community participation is very active. These results show that Putnam’s 
argument that the decline of social capital accompanies the decline of 
community participation deserves more concern.
We inquire the reason why East Asia has such characteristic relationship 
between neighborhood relations and community participation and focus on 
the fact that East Asia’s communities are quite different from Western ones. 
Western communities, like in USA, usually take churches as their core. Social 
life revolves around religion and church. Thus their neighborhood relations 
and community public life are intertwined. Communities in East Asia, 
however, have distinctive organization cores. In China, it was family and clan 
before People’s Republic of China. Later, China built up the system of Danwei 
(working unit). In the system of Danwei, people’s social welfares and social 
life are all taken care by their Danwei.6) Thus, they usually don’t need any 
community participation. Besides, they had inadequate social rights before 
recent years’ reform. So Chinese generally have close neighborhood relations, 
but they don’t need or they don’t have any community participation. 
Japan’s communities also have their unique organizations, like Theodore C. 
Bestor experienced in Miyamoto-cho. Bestor discovered that “in the vastness 
of Tokyo these are tiny social units, and by the standards that most 
Americans would apply, they are perhaps far too small, geographically and 
demographically, to be considered ‘neighborhoods.’ Still, to residents of 
Tokyo and particularly to the residents of any given subsection of the city, 
6) Walder, A. G. (1988). Communist neo-traditionalism: Work and authority in Chinese industry. 
Univ of California Press.
Table 8 Volunteer Activity in the Last 12 Months
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they are socially significant and geographically distinguishable divisions of the 
urban landscape. In neighborhoods such as these, overlapping and 
intertwining associations and institutions provide an elaborate and enduring 
framework for local social life, within which residents are linked to one 
another not only through their participation in local organizations, but also 
through webs of informal social, economic, and political ties.”7) These “tiny 
social units” provides the Japanese with various and deep community 
participation while they keep an estranged neighborhood relations.
Through the analysis of East Asia, this study has expanded the existing 
literature on community and social capital. Yet there are some limitations, 
such as the lack of in-depth comparison and analysis of the factors that affect 
neighborhood relations and community participation. With the further 
development of globalization, the communities in the East Asia gradually are 
expected to move the way to lose their uniqueness, become more like the 
West, and also lose close neighborhoods and active community participation 
in all. The issues are worth discussing seriously but will need positive 
researches.
7) Bestor, T. C. (1989). Neighborhood Tokyo. Stanford University Press.

